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hat is religion?
That question-and
the critical thinking
and dis course it
generates- remains
essential to the mission of The College
of Arts a nd Sciences' Department of
Religion, which celebrated its 1OOth
anniversary on the SU campus during
the 1995-96 academic year. "When you
ask that question you discover that the
answers of the various religious traditions are quite diverse," says James B.
Wiggins, department chair. "And we

Children help with an on-campus tree planting commemorating the religion department's centennial anniversary.
The ceremony featured a speech by Jake Swamp, chief of the Wolf Clan, Akwesasne Nation, who is founder of the
Tree of Peace Society. Swamp says the planting symbolizes extending the roots of peace.

want our students to develop an appreciation for that diversity."
The past year has been one of reflection and rejuvenation for the Department of Religion, a recognition of its
historic roots as well as a connection to
the state of the study of religion now,
and in the future. Lectures a nd symposia, including one featuring bestselling author and department alumnus
Thomas Moore G'75, examined a
plethora of issues, from religion's ties
to art and spirituality to its connection
with jazz, geography, the environment,
and mysticism. Other alumni returned
to camp us to p articipate in panel
disc ussions focusing on their careers
inside and outside the academic arena,
as well as how religious study at SU
made a difference in their lives. As
part of a weekend of activities in April,
a red maple was planted near the Hall
of Languages "as a living commemoration of our centennial," according to
Wiggins.
Today, more than 800 students take
religion co urses each semester, and
dozens of undergraduate, master's, and
doctoral students immerse t hemselves in
religion as their chosen field. Melonie
Zion, a junior with a dual major in religion and psychology, was attracted to
the discipline after taking the course
Comparative Themes and Issues.
"Studying religion helps me personally
in my own life and with what I want to
do," Zion says. "Knowing how other
people think opens me up to other views
of life and h elps me unde rstand other
people and w here they're coming from. "
Syracuse University was one of the
first institutions in North America to
incorporate religion as an undergraduate offering in the humanities, a nd the
re li g ion department h as evolved to
reflect cha nging times. Originally it was
known as the D epartment of Semitic
Languages and Archaeology and, later,
the Department of Bible and Arch aeology. It became the Department of
Bible and R eligion in 1935 and changed
to its present name in 1959. "The story
of our first 100 years is one of increasing attention to other religions," says
Wiggins, who joined the department in
1963. "We have expanded our attention
to the variety of religions a nd take seri-

40

Published by SURFACE, 1996

SYRA C U SE U N I VER S ITY MA G A Z IN E

1

Syracuse University Magazine, Vol. 12, Iss. 4 [1996], Art. 9

ously our responsibility to study each of
them with as much integrity and openness as we can."
Study now encompasses not only
Hinduism and Buddhism, but the religions of the Americas, including Native
American; women in religion and their
role in religious traditions; and African
American religious studies, offered
through an adjunct relationship with the
Department of African American
Studies.
Doctoral student Corinne Dempsey
has focused on the connection between
popular Christianity and Hinduism in
India. As part of her study, she and her
family spent 11 months in the southwest corner of India, where trade winds
ushered in newcomers and Christianity
2,000 years ago. "Popular devotion
fascinates me - it reflects the ways
in which cultures influence one another:
Hinduism's effect on Christianity, and
Christianity's on Hinduism," Dempsey
says.
As Wiggins points out, learning about
religion and the critical thinking it provokes provides a balance to the technical thinking so prevalent on campuses
today. "Whereas technical thinking and
learning asks how you get from here to
there, critical thinking questions
whether the trip is worthwhile," he says.
The Department of Religion also has an
"abiding concern about the relationship
between religion and culture," he says,
and wants people to understand that
religion exists outside the realm of its
institutions, and the academic pursuit of
religious studies is not a "sophisticated
Sunday school activity."
There's still a gap, Wiggins says,
between institutional religion and the
academic study of religion, as well as a
prevalent view that religion is a private
matter. "Academic study wants to help
provide perspectives to critically understand all of the dimensions of one's private relationship with whatever is
supreme in one's religion," he says. "To
do that, you take it out of the realm of
the exclusively private and put it in some
kind of larger picture. The shift from
thinking of it as private to personal is a
big move. That's what we try to have
people understand and appreciate."

Syracu.1e U niver.1ity '.1

Department of Electronic
Media Communications received the 1995 Telly Award in
educational film, video, and TV programming for Leading
Edge, a 30-minute magazine program featuring stories
on faculty, students, and alumni, as well as the latest
developments taking place on the SU campus. The
Telly Awards, founded in 1980, give recognition to
outstanding non-network and cable advertising, film,
and video productions.
Electronic Media Communications was also honored by the Communicator Awards with its 1995 Crystal
Award of Distinction for Leading Edge and 1995 Crystal Award of
Excellence for History and Traditions, a film about the history of
Syracuse University created for its 125th anniversary. The
Communicator Awards recognize outstanding work in the visual
communications field.

Cfn..Jo~ of '95 found plenty to be positive about
during their years at Syracuse University, according to results from
the Higher Education Data Sharing Consortium Survey, which provides comparative information to participating institutions about
the students' undergraduate experiences and future plans.
The survey, sponsored by the SUIQ Measurement and
Benchmarking Council for the second straight year, addressed a
wide variety of campus issues, such as the quality of
instruction, class availability, and social life. The 550
completed surveys, which represented 27 percent of
the graduating seniors, reflected strong student confidence in gaining an in-depth knowledge of their
field, and acquiring new skills and knowledge independently. The lowest rated items were an appreciation for the arts,
and reading or speaking a foreign language. The annual results will
become part of a database used by the SUIQ Steering Committee
to evaluate services.

Memher.l of the

The U.S. Department of Defen.~e has awarded the Maxwell
School of Citizenship and Public Affairs an $8.1 million contract
to run executive education programs for senior DoD military and
civilian leaders. The grant is one of the largest ever received by SU.
The contract had been held for the past 15 years by Harvard
University's John F. Kennedy School of Government on a noncompetitive basis. This year the DoD decided to open the program
to competitive bidding and selected Maxwell's proposal as the one
best suited to its needs. "For Maxwell to be selected to deliver this
high-level program is testimony to the unsurpassed quality and
reputation of our professional training and scholarly accomplishment," says John L. Palmer, dean of the Maxwell School.

-JAYCOX
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Syracuse University swimming standout Miroslav Vucetic takes a break while training for the 1996 Summer Olympic
Games. Vucetic, an academic and athletic All-American, will swim for his home country of Croatia.

OLYMPIC DREAMS

T

he collegiate swimming season is
over, but Syracuse University
swimming star Miroslav Vucetic
isn't about to abandon the pool. In fact,
Vucetic will continue to push himself
through workout after workout, enduring endless hours of tra ining with one
goal in mind: a winning p erformance at
the 1996 Summer Olympic Games in
Atlanta, where he'll compete for his
home country of Croatia. "I just have
to keep swimming," he says. "No r est.
No brea ks."
When Vucetic speaks of swimming,
he can sound a lmost poetic. "It's a special kind of feeling, all smooth and
loose, and when you're a couple day s
out of the w a ter you lose that feeling,"
he says. Afte r returning to the pool,
he says, "y ou feel like you can fly over
the w ater."
And fly he does. As a first-year student, Vucetic w as named M ale Big East
Swimmer of the Yea r. He also earned
acaCiemic and athletic All-America honors, finishing 12 th in the 1 ,65 0-yard

fre e sty le at t he N a tiona! Collegiate
Athletic Association (NCAA) Cha mpionships and placing in the top 20 in
the 200 and 500 freestyles. This year he
won every Big East race he swam. He
also a chieved All-America st a t us in
three fre esty le events at the NCAA
Cha mpionships in M a r c h in Austin,
Texas, breaking the University r ecord
in the 200-y ard freestyle, registering a
personal best in the 500, and placing in
the top 10 in the 1,650.
Not a bad record for this S chool of
M a nagemen t finance major who
b e tw e en la ps manages to m a intain a
solid 3.5 grade point average.
Vucetic's mother, Ana Vucetic, sw am
for Croatia at the 1968 Oly mpic Games
in Mexi c o City . She also taught
Miroslav and his y ounger brother to
swim a nd was a major influ en c e in
their d ecision to sw im competitively . At
the 199 1 S e nio r Cha mpion s hips o f
Y u g o s l av ia, th e th e n - 14 -yea r - old
Miroslav Vucetic upset a ranked comp etitor from Slove nia in the 1,5 00m et er freesty le to take top honors. "I
gu ess nobody exp ected I could go that

fast or beat that guy since I was so
young," Vucetic say s.
It was an important victory for the
young swimmer because it was the last
Yugoslavian championship to be held
before the country was consumed by
civil strife.
Although war devastated much of the
former Yugoslavia, Vucetic's historic
hometown of Split suffered only economically. "Of course, nobody liked the
war and it was sad," he says. "But we
had to defend ourselves and w e knew,
sooner or later, it would be over." After
a tentative peace settled over the former
Yugoslavia, Vucetic entertained t he idea
of returning home to train for the
Olympics. But in the end he elected to
stay on the Hill and work with SU
swimming coach Lou Walker.
Walker says he admires Vucetic's
ability , performance, natura l sense of
pace, and racing strategy. "His dedication is constant, " Walker say s. "He 's
very focused and mature, and when he
comes to practice he's ready to go. It's
remarkable."
Vucetic is aiming to make a B final at
the Olympic Games, which features the
9th through 16th fastest swimmers from
the preliminary qualifiers. Short of that,
he says he'll be satisfied with breaking a
few of his old records.
"He's not a shoe-in, " Walker says .
"But certainly , in my opinion, he has
that level of ability."
- S ETH FARMER

CoMMUNITY BUILDING

I

nside a house being built on
Sy racuse's south side, a flurry of
a ctivity moves the home closer to
completion: A power saw s c reeches
from the second floor, volunte ers cut
trim, prepare to lay carp e ting and
sand drywall. In the front room sever a l Sy rac use Uni v ersity students ,
speckled w ith w hite, run paint rollers
up and dow n the w alls. "People complain t h e r e's a housing probl e m but
w on't do a nyt hin g a bou t it," s ays
J as on Lash, a s ophom ore a nd v i ce
pres id e n t of c on stru ction fo r th e
Syracu se U niversity/ SUNY E nvironmental Scie nce a nd Forestry Chapter
of H a bitat for Humanity. "We're doing
something."
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For Lash and dozens of other SU Habitat members, helping
build and restore homes
in the city is a welcome
Saturday morning ritual.
"With Habitat, you see the
physical evidence that you're
working to eliminate poverty
housing and homelessness , " says Adrian
Holmes , a junior
and chapter vice
president. "It gives
you a great sense of
accomplishment." That
feeling is reflected in the
dedication of the students
who have assisted the city's
Habitat affiliate on several homes and,
through Hendricks Chapel, have helped
local churches with building projects.
"I think it's a wonderful part of their
education," says Mary Kay Ditch '49,
G'63, volunteer coordinator for the
Syracuse affiliate of Habitat. "It broadens their horizons and teaches skills
they'll never forget."
According to Chettha Saetia, a senior
co-president of the SU chapter, "This
year is the biggest for Habitat on campus. It has been great - people have
been very active." In fact, he says, the
campus chapter logged nearly 5,000
work hours during the academic year.
The chapter has about 150 members, a
third of whom are active regularly. The
Saturday outings usually draw 10 to 15
members; fraternities, sororities, and
other volunteers also pitch in when they
can. "No matter what you're studying or
your interest, there's something you can
do in Habitat," says Chad Allenbaugh, a
senior who promotes the chapter and
created the group's Internet Web page
with co-president and fellow senior Eric
Hamp. "There's a variety for all majors,
and that's what attracted me."
Fostering public service and getting
university students to connect with their
communities is key to the mission of
Georgia-based Habitat for Humanity
International (HHI), the world's largest
nonprofit home builder. HHI has 390
high school and college chapters worldwide. David Hill, program manager for
HHI's campus chapters department,
says student involvement contributes
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not only to the strength and productivity
of affiliates, but also prepares students as
future leaders of the organization. "The
problem is put in front of you and you
can be part of the solution to eliminating
poverty housing," Hill says. "That's why
it's so rewarding for students."
Earlier this year, SU
recognized the stu dents' community efforts with two Chan cellor's Awards for
Public Service: a Community Service Leadership
Award and a shared Recognition Award for Habitat's alternative spring break trips to other areas in
need of assistance. The latest spring
break excursion occurred this past
March, when 45 SU students participated in Habitat's "Collegiate Challenge,"
spending their vacation working on
buildings in host communities in Mississippi and Florida. Saetia recalls a similar trip his sophomore year as "the hardest week of my life" -and one of the
most rewarding. While he was working
on a home in Mississippi for a widow,
the mother of three broke down in tears.

"It was a dramatic moment," he says. "It
showed me how what we were doing was
really having an impact on someone."
First-year student Kelly Hassett, who
originally volunteered with Habitat in
high school, views the work as a break
from studying and a chance to work
with people you wouldn't normally
meet. Such contributions allow students
to interact with community members
and show they care. And, as Allenbaugh
points out, the individual efforts soon
add up. "We try to share responsibilities
so people feel they have an active role,"
he says. "If someone shows an interest
in a particular area, we'll go after that
interest."
The chapter's strong nucleus pro vides solid organization and allows the
group to set goals and achieve them,
Saetia says. Aside from work projects,
the students share pot-luck suppers and
stage fund-raisers, including a benefit
concert and raffle. Another plus, he
says, are the friendships members
forge. " One of the most important
things you receive is the friends you
make and the good people you get to be
- JAY Cox
around," he says.

Syracuse University first-year student Richard Martineau looks on as Julia Knaus, a junior, paints a wall in a house
being built by Habitat for Humanity on Crescent Avenue in Syracuse.
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